
Tending the Garden of our Hearts:   
Family Meditations for Great Lent 
 

SIXTH MONDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on a journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
Yesterday we celebrated the Sunday of St. Mary of Egypt, and we talked about her life. There’s more to 
the story, so we’ll continue today! 
 
As we recall, Abba Zosimas was a very holy monk in search of someone he could learn from, and an 
angel lead him to the Jordan Monastery, where the monks spend Great Lent alone in the wilderness. 
After twenty days out in the desert alone, he met a wild looking person who knew his name and rose 
up into the air when she prayed! She told him the story of her life -- how she had been an unusually 
sinful young woman, truly loving sin and giving her entire self over to it. At the Feast of the Exaltation 
of the Cross, however, she realized that she was sinful and decided to make a change, with the help of 
the Holy Theotokos. She said to Abba Zosimas, 
 

“Thus I lived in this wilderness for the �rst seventeen years. Darkness after darkness, misery 
after misery stood about me, a sinner. But from that time until now the Mother of God helps 
me in everything.” 
 

With the help of the Holy Theotokos, she overcame temptations and misery, and attained this great 
holiness that equalled no other person Abba Zosimas had ever met.  
 
As she spoke, she kept quoting Scriptures -- Abba Zosimas recognized the words and phrases she would 
use from the Psalms and from the books written by Moses, and the book of Job. He was confused: 
surely in her wild youth she had not studied the Scriptures?  He asked, “Mother, have you read the 
Psalms and other books?” 
 
She smiled at his question, and answered, “Believe me, I have seen no human face but yours from the 
time that I crossed over the Jordan. I never learned from books. I have never heard anyone read or sing 
from them. Perhaps the Word of God, which is alive and acting, teaches man knowledge by itself.”   
 
Mary had been alone in the desert, but she was not alone. The Holy Theotokos was comforting her 
and giving her strength, and the Word of God (perhaps our Lord Jesus Christ, or the Holy Spirit) was 
teaching her! 
 
Finally, she sent Abba Zosimas back to the monastery with some instructions. She asked him not to tell 
anyone about her until she died. She also asked him not to cross the Jordan at Great Lent the next year. 
She said, “Remain at the monastery. Even if you try to leave the monastery, you will not be able to do 



so. On Great and Holy Thursday, the day of the Lord’s Last Supper, place the Life-Creating Body and 
Blood of Christ our God in a holy vessel, and bring it to me. Await me on this side of the Jordan, at the 
edge of the desert, so that I may receive the Holy Mysteries.” 
 
Asking for his prayers, the woman turned and vanished into the depths of the desert. For a whole year 
Elder Zosimas remained silent, not daring to reveal to anyone what he had seen, and he prayed that the 
Lord would grant him to see the holy ascetic once more. 
 
When the �rst week of Great Lent came again, Saint Zosimas fell ill and could not join the other 
monks out in the wilderness. Then he remembered the woman’s prophetic words that he would not be 
able to leave the monastery. After several days went by, Saint Zosimas was well again, but he waited at 
the monastery until Holy Week. 
 
On Holy Thursday, Abba Zosimas did what he had been ordered to do. He placed some of the Body 
and Blood of Christ into a chalice, and some food in a small basket. Then he left the monastery and 
went to the Jordan and waited for the ascetic. The saint seemed tardy, and Abba Zosimas prayed that 
God would permit him to see the holy woman. 
 
Finally, he saw her standing on the far side of the river. Rejoicing, Saint Zosimas got up and glori�ed 
God. Then he wondered how she could cross the Jordan without a boat. She made the Sign of the 
Cross over the water, then she walked on the water and crossed the Jordan. Abba Zosimas saw her in 
the moonlight, walking toward him. When the Elder wanted to make prostration before her, she 
forbade him, crying out, “What are you doing, Abba? You are a priest and you carry the Holy Mysteries 
of God.” 
 
Reaching the shore, she said to Abba Zosimas, “Bless me, Father.” He answered her with trembling, 
astonished at what he had seen. “Truly God did not lie when he promised that those who purify 
themselves will be like Him. Glory to You, O Christ our God, for showing me through your holy 
servant, how far I am from perfection.” 
 
The woman asked him to recite both the Creed and the “Our Father.” When the prayers were �nished, 
she partook of the Holy Mysteries of Christ. Then she raised her hands to the heavens and said, “Lord, 
now let Your servant depart in peace, for my eyes have seen Your salvation.” 
 
The saint turned to Abba Zosimas and sent him back to the monastery again, but asked him to come 
back in one year to the place where they �rst spoke -- a twenty-day walk into the desert from the 
Jordan. Again she made the Sign of the Cross over the Jordan, and walked over the water as before, and 
disappeared into the desert. Zosimas returned to the monastery with joy and terror, sorry that he had 
not asked the saint’s name. He hoped to ask the following year. 
 
A year passed, and Abba Zosimas went into the desert. He reached the place where he �rst saw the holy 
woman ascetic. She lay dead, with arms folded on her bosom, and her face was turned to the east. Abba 
Zosimas washed her feet with his tears and kissed them, not daring to touch anything else. For a long 
while he wept over her and sang the customary Psalms, and said the funeral prayers. He began to 
wonder whether the saint would want him to bury her or not. Hardly had he thought this, when he 



saw something written on the ground near her head: “Abba Zosimas, bury on this spot the body of 
humble Mary. Return to dust what is dust. Pray to the Lord for me. I reposed on the �rst day of April, 
on the very night of the saving Passion of Christ, after partaking of the Mystical Supper.” 
 
Reading this note, Abba Zosimas was glad to learn her name. He then realized that Saint Mary, after 
receiving the Holy Mysteries from his hand on Holy Thursday, was transported instantaneously to the 
place where she died, though it had taken him twenty days to travel that distance. 
 
Glorifying God, Abba Zosimas said to himself, “It is time to do what she asks. But how can I dig a 
grave, with nothing in my hands?” Then he saw a small piece of wood left by some traveler. He picked 
it up and began to dig. The ground was hard and dry, and he could not dig it. Looking up, Abba 
Zosimas saw an enormous lion standing by the saint’s body and licking her feet. Fear gripped the Elder, 
but he guarded himself with the Sign of the Cross, believing that he would remain unharmed through 
the prayers of the holy woman ascetic. Then the lion came close to the Elder, showing its friendliness 
with every movement. Abba Zosimas commanded the lion to dig the grave, in order to bury Saint 
Mary’s body. At his words, the lion dug a hole deep enough to bury the body. Then each went his own 
way. The lion went into the desert, and Abba Zosimas returned to the monastery, blessing and praising 
Christ our God. 
 
Arriving at the monastery, Abba Zosimas related to the monks and the igumen, what he had seen and 
heard from Saint Mary. All were astonished, hearing about the miracles of God. They always 
remembered Saint Mary with faith and love on the day of her repose. 
 
Abba Zosimas had grown up as a child in the monastery, and became a monk as soon as he could. He 
did not have a wild youth, and he became a very holy man. And yet God showed him that a woman 
with a completely wild life, with her heart entirely given over to sinfulness, could truly repent and 
become the holiest of people. This is a great consolation to those of us who have been sinful!  If we can 
embrace repentance and truly fast like Mary of Egypt did, no level of holiness is blocked away from us. 
While some saints are simply saintly from their birth, others spend years of their lives in sin and do 
terrible things. But God loves the sinners too, and He will help us in our struggles if we repent!  
 
Every year during Great Lent, we take some time to fast (and even if it’s not a fast in the desert like 
Mary’s, it can be hard to do!) and to overcome our sinfulness. We cannot do it alone, but with God 
anything is possible! 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
When Mary spoke, she used phrases and words that are in the Scriptures, though she never studied the 
Scriptures. How did she learn them? 
 
She said that perhaps the Word of God taught her, out there in the desert! 
 
 



What did Mary want Abba Zosimas to bring her from the monastery? 
 
She asked him to wait for Holy Thursday, then to bring her Holy Communion. 
 
 
Abba Zosimas could not dig a hole to bury Mary. Who dug it for him? 
 
A lion came and obediently dug the hole! 
 
 
For Discussion:   Many great saints have a wonderful relationship with animals.  Animals are God’s 
creation and they obey Him, so it can be a sign of great holiness when animals are gentle and obedient 
with the saints. (We might think of Daniel in the lion’s den, or of St. Herman and the bears in Alaska.) So 
the lion’s arrival to bury Mary is considered another sign of her great holiness. Why does God provide so 
many signs? Why was it important for Abba Zosimas and for us to know that Mary was so holy? How 
does this help us? 


